Event-related potentials and selective attention in major depressive illness.
Depressive episodes have been frequently characterized by deficits in information processing efficiency which are particularly evident when required to sustain or focus attention. As cerebral event-related potentials (ERPs) have been shown to reflect various aspects of selective attention and attentional dysfunction, this study attempted to examine ERPs in depressed patients performing a selective auditory attention task. Twenty-nine patients with a diagnosis of major depressive disorder (DSM-III) and 15 normal, non-psychiatric controls served as experimental subjects. Auditory potentials were recorded from the vertex of subjects who listened selectively to a series of tone pips in one ear and ignored concurrent tone pips to the other ear. Tone pips were delivered at short (320-500 ms) interstimulus intervals and subjects were required to detect, within the attended ear, rare 'target' tones of a different pitch than the more frequent 'standard' tones. In addition to behavioral indices of 'hits' and 'false alarms', ERP-derived measures included N1 amplitudes to attended and ignored stimuli, 'coefficients of attention' as calculated from N1 amplitude ratios and the latency onset and amplitude of the 'negative difference' (Nd) wave resulting from the subtraction of attended and ignored waveforms. Behavioral measures indicated that depressed patients were as efficient as controls in task performance and in fact they exhibited a significant left ear advantage in the additional task. Although a significant 'N1 effect' was observed with attended tones eliciting larger amplitudes than unattended tones, ERP measures of selective attention did not tend to differentiate the two groups.